This paper delivered at the University of Rio on 3 rd June 2015 seeks to explore different approaches to the most fundamental questions in classical reception studies. What is classical reception? And more particularly what is so 'classical' about classical reception? It discusses current trends in theory and methodology via an analysis of two cinematic receptions of the ancient story of Electra; one that proclaims its debt to a classical text while the other masks its classical connections.
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What is classical reception? This is a question that has preoccupied me in the last couple of years as I chaired the team that co-authored a new online MA in Classical Studies at the Open University 1 . My colleague Paula James and I were given the remit to write the section of the new module devoted to classical reception. As always I believe that it is in trying to explain to students what classical reception is that one realizes how hard it actually is to answer this important question.
In the Oxford English Dictionary the term reception is defined as 'the acceptance of ideas or impressions into the mind' 2 . Its root is given as the Greek word αἴσθησις (perception) and the Latin verbs 'recipero' (to recover/regain) and 'recipio'
(to recover), the latter being the one that linguistically generated our modern term of 'reception'. So even on the conceptual level reception is closely linked to classical antiquity. In thinking about where we stand and where we are heading is often useful to consider how it all began. Reception studies draw on reader-response theories that originated in Germany in the 1960s, particularly the work of scholars like Hans Robert Jauss (1982) , Wolfgang Iser (1978) , and later Hans-Georg Gadamer (1960, 2 nd edn. 1965). Reader-response criticism focuses on the pivotal role played by the reader in the formulation of meaning. Each reader receives a text in his/her own unique way, depending on his or her education, life experience, and agenda.
Reception theory rejects the existence of the one, original, objective and fixed text that has to be examined as a pure art form as new criticism and many postmodern theorists would argue. In reception we speak rather in terms of text's', plural because each time a text is read it is being received and interpreted in a new way. This has proven to be of particular value for the study of classics, where the texts and the material culture of the ancient world survive only in fragmentary form. Classical texts are often incomplete, disputed, recovered from a variety of sources, and re-interpreted by each generation of classical scholars. Classical reception focuses on the way in which the classical world is received in subsequent centuries and in particular on those aspects of the classical sources that are altered, marginalized, or neglected. The difference between reception and the study of the classical tradition is that reception 1 For more details see: http://www.openuniversity.edu/courses/postgraduate/modules/a863 (accessed 26/5/2016). 2 The Oxford English Dictionary (1989, 2 nd edn.), quoted in Kurtz (2004: 31) . For a definition of 'reception' with particular application to the discipline of Classics, see The Oxford Classical Dictionary (2012 Dictionary ( : 1256 offers more of an all-inclusive model of the study of this phenomenon and one that does not offer a canonical reading of the classical model to the detriment of its reception. Reception is about our dialogue with the classical past, whatever form that takes, and as a two-way conversation rather than as a monologue prioritizing one or the other.
But I think that the more pertinent question to pose is what is so 'classical' about classical reception, because there are many other forms of 'reception' out there.
In fact the other members of the writing team insisted that I explain reception with reference to a non-classical example. And I could see their point if one was thinking about students who are wholly unfamiliar with the concept of reception. In the end I chose to point them in the direction of the film West Side Story, a popular reception of Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet. I could also not resist a reference to the more recent film of the same title starring Leonardo di Caprio (Romeo + Juliet, 1996) , which interestingly largely retained the Shakespearean text while making it sounds like the slang used by American gangs; in my view, one of the most successful cinematic receptions of this Shakespearean tragedy.
In contrast to this general example, I offered my students three scholarly examples of attempts to define classical reception. The first 'definition' appears in Lorna Hardwick and Christopher Stray's introduction to their edited collection A
Companion to Classical Receptions:
By 'receptions' we mean the way in which Greek and Roman material has been transmitted, translated, excerpted, interpreted, rewritten, re-imagined and represented (2008: 1) .
The definition makes a point of referring to the reception of both ancient Greece and Rome. But there is an implied emphasis here on the textual aspects of reception revealed in the use of the terms 'translated' and 'rewritten', which is born out in the selection of articles that make up this collection 3 . What is so classical about classical reception remains a fundamental question.
All of us working in the field should keep asking it of ourselves, and of our work.
After all one of the main advantages of this theoretical and methodological approach is that it encourages us to be self-reflective, to question what it is that we are trying to accomplish and the process by which we arrive at our conclusions. Reception invites us to reveal our personal agenda and how it acts as a lens through which our understanding of the Graeco-Roman classics and the history of their reception is filtered and at times distorted. For example, I will freely admit that there a bias … no work of art has its meaning wholly determined by its point of origin, which is one reasons why we need reception. The second is that we must go to the past if we are to make new the present, which is why the past is as important as the present (2013: rather than specific source texts. My conclusion is that we must challenge the hierarchical relationship A à B implicit in traditional theories of reception. Such
Platonic hierarchies posit an endlessly rich, self-contained, and self-identical 'original' text which is reflected, strongly or weakly, in later derivative works. In place of these we could adopt post-structural alternatives, options such as juxtaposition (wherein texts coexist side-by-side, on the same plane, rather than in relationships of priority or dominance, at least in the reader's mind) or simulacra (Baudrillard's denial of originality and authenticity in favor of a system wherein everything is equally imitative). I would argue that we should engage with concepts from the discipline of comparative literature, about what the act of comparison actually entails if we wish to do more than simply follow lines of artistic influence.
We must problematize notions of historicist influence and the need to discover underlying universal structures in order to ground comparisons between ancient and modern works.
It is also worth noting that we are currently expanding our classical reception research interests ever outwards. A pertinent example of this trend, are two books that might be of particular interest to you as they focus on the reception of Greece and Cacoyannis' film remains a creative adaptation of the ancient material it is based on and not a slavish imitation. It is also a landmark Modern Greek film that has shaped my own approach to the study of the tragic heroine Electra. A characteristic scene that showcases both the debt that Cacoyannis owes to Euripides' tragedy, but also of the radical changes he introduced to his source text is the point in the film where Electra is attacked by Aegisthus at the tomb of her father, King Agamemnon.
In Cacoyannis' reception the chorus leads Electra to her father's burial site,
represented by a simple slab on the ground (see figure 1) . Electra makes an offering of branches, but her devotions are disturbed by the appearance of Aegisthus and his soldiers. He strikes Electra and taunts her when she predicts that Orestes will return.
When Electra is thrown to the ground Cacoyannis reveals her pain by using the camera in a series of rapidly whirling movements that give the viewer a sense of vertigo. Interposing scenes of the sky and the men on horses riding full tilt at the heroine and the chorus encourages the viewers to sympathise with Electra as the victim of Aegisthus' cruelty. The defilement of Agamemnon's grave is only suggested in Euripides' source text:
Τhis infamous man, so they say, leaps onto the grave, attacks with stones our father's stony monument and he dares to raise this question: 'Where is your son Orestes?' (Electra 327-30)
The heroine mentions it to the messenger supposedly sent by her brother not realising that she is in fact speaking to Orestes. The story of the defilement might therefore not be altogether correct, but meant to rouse Orestes' anger, so that he will return and prove his courage by avenging this insult. In Sophocles' Electra (444-46) the heroine refers to the dishonourable killing of her father and the mutilation of his body. But it is Chrysothemis who visits him tomb and takes Electra's offerings to it.
Cacoyannis' decision to add the scene at the tomb manipulates the audience into Cacoyannis, in choosing to add this scene of his heroine's visit to the simple grave of Agamemnon located deep in the countryside, is tapping into one of Electra's most popular strands of reception; her portrayal as a mourner (Bakogianni 2011: 195 Cacoyannis wanted to tap into this vein of Electra's reception in order to make his heroine more sympathetic to his audience. Even some of the framing and the composition of the scene of Electra's visit to her father's tomb in Cacoyannis are reminiscent of Electra's portrayal in the visual arts. Angelopoulos' Thiasos compounds this confusion by not offering its audience a realistic, linear narrative. Instead the viewer is presented with a surrealistic chronological puzzle that he/she has to put together in order to interpret the action and to form an opinion about the 'meaning' of the film. Cacoyannis' Electra, on the other hand, offers its audience a fully realized cinematic reception of Euripides' play. In several interviews Cacoyannis talked about the special relationship he felt he enjoyed with Euripides. For him Euripides was the most modern of the three ancient tragedians 11 . Angelopoulos, on the other hand, wanted to exorcise the mythical past.
He was convinced that this was a necessary step for the modern state to take to free itself from the burden of the past. Cacoyannis wanted to utilize the popularity of the medium of cinema to bring Greek tragedy to the masses. Angelopoulos was more interested in the problems facing the modern state and its turbulent state in the twentieth century, and yet tantalizing shadows of classical myths and dramas serve to darken even further many of his films.
Angelopoulos' Thiasos offers his audience a bleak picture of Greece, snowy and sunless. This is as far from the postcard view of Greece as a land of sun, beaches, and ancient ruins as you can get. Much of the action of the film in fact takes place in winter with rain and even snow falling. The acting troupe travels through poor 10 https://magnoliaforever.wordpress.com/2012/07/10/the-travelling-players-1975/ (accessed 26/5/2016). 11 'And I feel that in terms of what we are going through today, all of the relevant messages are to be found in his work.' (Cacoyannis, 1984: 214). villages and small cities in search of work. They perform in local tavernas, and small theatres. There is certainly no grandeur and no classical ruins in Thiasos, unlike the prologue of Cacoyannis' Electra set in the ruins of Mycenae. The length of the film, nearly four hours, and its slow pace encourage a contemplative reading of Angelopoulos' cinematic text. The device of the play within a play recurs throughout the movie constantly reminding the audience of the artificiality of the very act of watching a film. Another case in point is this scene where the actors create an impromptu performance for a group of British soldiers they encounter on a beach. This serves as yet another visual reminder to the viewer of the theatricality of the film and draws attention to the fact that we are watching a performance.
One could argue that Angelopoulos' protagonists resemble mythical archetypes swept up in the maelstrom of Modern Greek history rather than fully embodied characters. Thiasos, like many of Angelopoulos' films, problematize modern Greece's relationship with the classical past, and even with the very act of watching a film itself. Angelopoulos' 'fuzzy' (Hardwick 2011: 56-57 
